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Welcome 
Bland Simpson 


Suffolk-Nansemond Historical Society 
is proud to present 
The Author of 


The Great Dismal: 
A Carolinian's Swamp Memoir 
and 
The Mystery of Beautiful Nell 
Cropsey: 
A Nonfiction Novel 


You are cordially invited to 
"Meet The Author" 
Bland Simpson 
Professor at 
University of North Carolina 
Chapel Hill, N.C. 
Tuesday, October 5, at 7:30 p.m. 
At Riddick's Folly 


Mr. Simpson will talk to us about his books and will be 
available to autograph copies after the lecture. The 
Society invites you to enjoy dessert and celebrate this very 
special evening. Both books have pictures, references, or 
connections to several Suffolk places and people. There is 
no charge and the public is invited. Please contact Betsy 
Brothers at (539-6312) if you have any questions. 


The Great Dismal 


A Carolinian's Swamp Memoir 


Bland Simpson uses his creative writing ability to 
its fullest in winding his stories about the Great Dismal 
Swamp. 

As a youth, growing up in Elizabeth City, he was 
intrigued with the mysterious wilderness and hoped to 
explore it when he grew up. 


Twenty years later he was there. The magic and wonder 
of the swamp stirred his curiosity and he began his memoirs. He 
mixed personal experience, travel narratives, oral history, and 
natural history to produce an intriguing portrait of the Great 
Dismal Swamp and its people. Nansemond Indians, runaway 
slaves, lumberman who removed thousands of cypress trees, 
moonshiners and hunters have all called the swamp their home. 


Simpson tells their stories. He also interviews many 
Suffolk people who shared their swamp stories with him. 


His book is especially fascinating and entertaining and 
we are very fortunate to have him speake on behalf of the 
Suffolk-Nansemond Historical Society. 


Note From the President 


Fall is in the air and plans are underway for several 
Historical Society functions. If you joined us for the evening 
with Brian Wills or the morning with Emy] Jenkins, hopefully 
you'll agree that both were most enjoyable, entertaining and the 
desserts were wonderful! With that in mind, do join us on 
October 5th for an evening with Bland Simpson. We promise 
you another delightful time. : 

On the first weekend in December the Historical Society 
will proudly sponsor the 16th Annual Candlelight Tour of 
Historic Homes. Mark your calendars now so you'll not miss 
this very special treat. This event is our primary fund raiser and 
its success is of upmost importance. Cindy and Mark Garner 
are wonderful to take on the job of Co-chairmen and they'll 
need lots of help. Working on the tour is a great way to make 
or to be with friends, learn abour historic architecture, antiques, 
decorating, and help your community all at once!!! 

Please read the letter from Bob Chisom, Executive Director 
of Downtown Suffolk Association. Taking time to contact our 
city representatives is crucial at this time. Public interest will 
make the difference!!! For your convenience | have listed 
names and telephone numbers - please keep these handy and 


make every effort to let them know you care about our town. 


Officers 1992-93 
PECSIGONL cas kok Betsy Brothers 
539-6312 


Vice-President....Sue Woodward 
Past President.........0.. Jim Moore 
Corresponding Secretary....Gay Birdsong 
Recording Secretary......Melissa Odom 
PREASULER eee cna Dorothy Williams 


HIStOPAN Ga cAsisataaks Marion Watson 


Standing Committees 


Membership.....Mary Lawrence Harrell 
539-4796 

Ways and Means.............. Betty Ellison 

PUDLCAUONS  Siss..svc0 Marion Watson 

Christmas Candlelight 

TOU eras Cindy & Mark Garner 


Wednesday, October 27, 1993 
A One Day Tour 
to 
HISTORIC SURRY VIRGINIA 


The SNHS and Suffolk Parks and Recreation 
will co-sponsor a trip to Surry. The tour will 
include Smith's Fort Plantation, Bacon's Castle 
and Restored Gardens, Chippokes Plantation 
and the Farm & Forestry Museum, S. Wallace 
Edwards and Sons, Inc., an Old Smokehouse 
still in operation and Lunch at the Surrey 
House. 

What a way to spend an autumn day! Cost 1s 
$22.50. For reservations and details call Betsy 
Brothers 539-6312. (Seating is limited to 20 - 
so hurry). 


Young Woman's Turn-of-the- 
Century Disappearance Inspires 
Novelistic Account of 
"Beautiful Nell Cropsey" 


Chapel Hill, N.C. -- In November 1901, 
nineteen-year-old Nell Cropsey disappeared 
from her riverside home in Elizabeth City, 
North Carolina. Bloodhounds, detectives, 
divers and even a psychic were brought in to 
search forher. In the ensuing weeks, the story 
was taken up by major newspapers from 
Norfolk, Virginia, to New York City, putting 
the eastern North Carolina river-port town on 
the map and turning the case of "Beautiful 
Nell Cropsey" into a national sensation. 

Chapel Hill writer Bland Simpson has 
fashioned the true story of Nell Cropsey into 
a book that has all of the elements of literary 
fiction and a compelling whodunit. 

The Mystery of Beautiful Nell Cropsey: A 
Non Fiction Novel 

Simpson, who first heard Nell Cropsey's 
tale as an Elizabeth City schoolboy, weaves 
this true story into a colorful account told in 
three first-person voices: Nell's sister Ollie, 
who blamed herself for the part she played in 
her sister's fate; famous newspaper editor 
W.O. Saunders, who covered the case as a 
fledgling reporter; and Nell's suitor Jim 
Wilcox, who was implicated in the case. 

Because Nell's family had recently moved 
to Elizabeth City from Brooklyn, her case 
was reported widely in newspapers through- 
out the eastern seaboard. Her uncle, a Brook- 
lyn judge, helped defray the cost of the private 
investigator and bloodhounds and assisted in 
Jim Wilcox's prosecution. 

Simpson has artfully reconstructed Nell 
and Jim's romance, her disappearance, the 
great search, and the community's feelings of 
excitement, anger, and frustration. In its 
dialogue, descriptions, and plot, his book 
reads like a novel. 

In the course of researching the book, 
Simpson interviewed more than 50 people, 
friends and relatives of Nell Cropsey, Jim 
Wilcox, and W.O. Saunders, and natives of 
Elizabeth City who remembered the case. 

He received key assistance from his great- 
aunt, Jennie Simpson Overman, who was 


about ten when Nell Cropsey disappeared. 
She appears in the book as alittle girl who was 
frightened and could not sleep. 

Simpson's aunt not only shared her 
memories of the events of 1901-1903, but she 
also introduced Simpson to other sources, 
such as Gladys Cropsey Perkins, who hac 
been married to Nell's brother Duke. 

"One gray autumn morning,” Simpson 
says, "Aunt Jennie went with me to visit 
Gladys Perkins." Perkins was able to tell 
Simpson a great deal about the Cropseys. 
"She gave me insights into Ollie in particu- 
lar,” he says. "I learned from her how Ollie 
dressed in a turn-of-the-century style all her 
life.” Ollie was reclusive, and Perkins related 
how a fever had left her ill, subject to sudden 
gastrointestinal attacks. Most people associ- 
ated Ollie's reclusiveness with Nell’s disap- 
pearance, Simpson says, and he could easily 
have fallen into the same assumption if it 
weren't for witnesses like Gladys Perkins whe 
knew the family. 

Simpson also consulted hundreds of news- 
papers and court records to help reconstruct 
the case. 

His book is a fascinating retelling of Nell 
Cropsey's story. But it is also an evocative 
look at a particular time and place, when the 
disappearance of a beautiful young girl coule 
rivet the attention of a community and a ma- 
tion. \ 

[t has been praised by Lee Smith, who says 
"Simpson brings a whole culture brilliantly to 
life... with wonderful dialogue and real, page- 
turning suspense,” and Tim McLaurin, who 
comments, "Bland Simpson writes of a small 
town tragedy with words so vivid and power 
ful that you see, smell, hear, and taste these 
people and this era in time." 

Mystery writer Margaret Maron says the 
book "begs to be set to Music. Haunting anc 
elegiac as a folk ballad, the voices intertwine- 
-soprano, tenor, and bass--in a blend of tragic 
mystery and raw pain." 

Maron's reference to the musical quality of 
the writing is no coincidence. In addition to 
teaching writing at UNC-Chapel Hill, Simpson 
is a member of the Red Clay Ramblers, the 
intemationally acclaimed string band. He is 
also the author of The Great Dismal: A 
Carolinian's Swamp Memoir and Heart of the 
Country, a novel of southern music. 
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Dear Betsy, 


I certainly enjoyed talking with you again 
last week about the Society and the events 
downtown. Asa follow-up to our conversation 
I would like to bring you up to date on several 
items, 


1. Court House - As you know City Council has 
approved $500,000 for the Architectural and 
Engineering study and additional funds in the 
five year Capital Improvements Budget total- 
ling another $9.5 million for the construction of 
a courts facility. The City Council appointed 
Downtown Revitalization Commission, Chaired 
by Bill Higinbotham, recommended to City 
Council that; 
A. Funds be approved for con- 
struction of a court house. 
B. Funds be approved for acquisit- 
ion of property. 
C. That the court house be built 
downtown on North Main Street. 


The recent savings of $5.5 million from the 
closing of the Hosier Road Landfill should push 
the construction time table forward as much as 
one year. Nineteen supportersincluding mem- 
bers of the Historic Society spoke in favor of 
locating the courts facility downtown at the 
Public Hearing held on August 18th. Several 
members of the Council took this opportunity to 
express their support of a downtown location. 
They were, Richard Harris, Ronald Hart, and 
James Hope. Before pros and cons could be 
discussed Mayor Jones moved the meeting to 
other matters. However, there appears to be a 
consensus among majority of Council that a 
downtown location is preferable. Thus far 
Mayor Jones has been the only member that has 
publicly spoken of other optional sites outside 
downtown. City Council has selected a "Search 
Committee” to conduct the final review of 
potential sites. They are, Mayor Jones, Coun- 
cilman Hope, Attorney, Samuel J. Glasscock, 
former Judge James Godwin, and retired busi- 
nessman, James Richards. It is very impor- 
tant to note that City Council has not for- 
mally approved a specific site, therefore, it 


remains criticalthat wecontinuetocallmem- . 


bers of City Council and exert influence 


wherever possible to ensure that the focus 
continues to be on downtown, not elsewhere. 
The Downtown Suffolk Association Board of 
Directors also submitted a Resolution to City 
Council strongly supporting construction of the 
courts facility downtown. 


2. Anannouncement by the Western Tidewater 
Community Services Board of Directors is ex- 


pected tomorrow morning on its plans for loca- _ 


tion and renovation of the Professional Build- 
ing. They will employ approximately 90-100 
personnel and should occupy the new Headquar- 
ters by early 1995. This project has been in the 
works for quite some time and we are pleased 
with the timing. 


3. The Board of Zoning Appeals last week 
approved a temporary location for the Suffolk 
Community Health Center. We are currently 
negotiating a permanent location for this orga- 
nization and Western Tidewater to generate 
hundreds of people weekly downtown. 


4. We have secured a contract of purchase on the 
former 38,000 square foot Leggett building and 
we are working with the potential purchaser in 
negotiating potential leases for tenants. At the 
current rate, this facility could be completely 
leased by the end of this year. This proposed 
purchase is confidential, but word has begun to 
leak out. 


In addition to these events twelve new busi- 
nesses have located downtown this year and 
we're very pleased that a new restaurant will be 
in place shortly in the old "Times" location. 


Finally we are negotiating with three bank prop- 
erties to relocate our office into shared quarters 
with the department of Economic Development. 
All in all, I think we have made substantial 
progress this year. With the continued support 
of your organization we can solidly impact 
downtown. 


I look forward to seeing you again. 
Bob Chisom 


Executive Director, 
Downtown Suffolk Association 


Christmas Tour to Highlight 
Four Centuries 


The 1993 Christmas Candlelight Tour 
will feature historic homes and churches 
located in the village of Chuckatuck and 
the surrounding area. Not since 1980 has 
the tour highlighted this part of old 
Nansemond County. Chuckatuck is char- 
acterized by unique and diverse examples 
of architecture with history dating back to 
the 17th Century. From St. John's Church, 
founded in 1642, to homes constructed at 
the turn of the 20th Century, this year's 
tour will span four centuries. 


Plans for the tour are well under way. 
Tour Co-chairmen, Cindy and Mark Gar- 
ner, are excited about the commitments 
they have received from home owners 
who are willing to share their historic 
dwellings with the community. Special 
musical programs and events, planned by 
area churches, will be an additional high- 
light of the 1993 tour. 


The Suffolk-Nansemond Historical 
Society Christmas Tour has been an an- 
ticipated event in the community since 
1977. The original purpose of the tour 
was "to make citizens aware of the impor- 
tant structures which remain, to point out 
interesting architecture, and to show what 
parts these buildings have played in the 
history of Suffolk and Nansemond." The 
tour plan each yearis to feature a different 
neighborhood, the various areas of old 
Nansemond County being alternated with 
those in the City. This year's tour prom- 
ises to be a most memorable event for 
The Historical Society. 


. 

Tour dates are Saturday, December 
4th and Sunday, December Sth in the late 
afternoon and evening. The tour is alarge 
undertaking for The Society, and requires 
many hours of work, planning, and assis- 
tance from members and volunteers. 
Please be generous in volunteering your 
time and talents to make the 1993 tour not 
only a success but a joyous event for the 
entire community. Contact Cindy and 
Mark at 255-2822 to help with this project. 


Membership Application 


Name 


Address 


Phone 








Annual Dues (Jan.- Dec.) Q Individual $10.00 Q Family $15.00 Semi-Ann'l (July - Dec) Q Individual $5.00 (Family $7.50 


Please mail with your check to: Suffolk-Nansemond Historical Society 


P.O. Box 1255, Suffolk, Virginia 23439-1255 











Important Telephone Numbers 


Members of Courthouse Search Committee 
Mayor Chris Jones W 483-6966 H 238-3667 
Attorney Sam Glasscock H 255-4429 
Councilman Jim Hope H 539-3668 
Judge Jimmy Godwin F 538-2818 H 539-2613 
Businessman James Richards H 539-3218 


Members of Suffolk City Council 


Mayor Jones W 483-6966 H 238-3667 


Jim Hope H 539-3668 
Roy Waller H 539-1336 
Richard Harris H 538-2806 
Marian Bea Rogers H 484-6001 
Ronald Hart H 539-4221 
Curtis Milteer H 934-0630 


Downtown Revitalization Commission 
Chairman Bill Higinbotham H 539-2893 


Downtown Suffolk Association 
Executive Director - Bob Chisom W 539-3592 


Suffolk City Manager 

Richard L. Hedrick W 925-6344 
Suffolk Planning Commission 

Jim Vacalis W 925-6423 


Sutfolk-Nansenund Historiral Soriety 
P.O. Box 1255 
Suffolk, Virginia 23434 
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Help Help Help Help 
Wanted Wanted Wanted 


There are many great things we could accomplish if 
we had your help, ideas, and expertise.......... Please let 
me know if you wouldbe willing and able to give some 
time to the SNHG........ We have lots of fun while in the 
process, hopefully, of adding quality to our lives in 
Suffolk........ We are proud but we could be even 





Wish List 


If you happen to have a file cabinet you no longer need 
we would be most grateful! If anyone has a fireproof 
file cabinet for storing records, we need one and would 
be interested in buying a used one... Just give us a call 
at Riddick's Folly (934-1390) 





To Marion Watson, 
the Backbone of SNHS 
Historian of Suffolk, 
and Friend 


Thank you for putting together the exhibition for 
Historic Garden Week last April and for the recent 
exhibit "It's A Parade" at Riddick's Folly. 


Congratulations on your 
recent Retirement 


